accomplished. The oriki chant is fluid and without boundaries; the textual items in any performance are united not by permanent internal semantic links but by the fact of being applied to a single subject. The subject is the only centre of the chant. The performance builds up this subject by directing all available textual resources towards it. More units can be added by simple aggregation, and become united with existing ones through a relationship of equivalence. Thus, though oriki are felt to encapsulate the essence of the subject, they are often borrowed and shared. This results in a kind of floating and overlapping of identities. The result is paradoxical. The unique individual evoked by the intensely personal and intimate oriki is actually a composite, who participates in others' identities, subsuming them into his own but also lending (not consciously) parts of his own to others.
In Okuku where the research for this study was done,5 as in other northern Yoruba towns, the main responsibility for the oriki tradition lies with women. Though there are male specialists who perform chants based on oriki, the principal and most ubiquitous tradition is the domestic one carried by the wives and daughters of compounds, who are not entertainers and who do not make money from their performances, but who are often recognised within their compounds, and sometimes beyond, as experts. The most skilled among them are called on at every household and town ceremonial to supply the vital component of oriki chanting.
In the propitiation of orisa, as in other ceremonial and ritual activities, oriki are indispensable. Oriki are performed at almost every ceremony concerning orisd. They are uttered in the privacy of early-morning propitiation at the devotee's own domestic shrine; in the regular weekly or monthly cult meetings; and in the cult's annual festival, which may involve a great set-piece, a theatrical event where the performance of oriki is a central feature. In all these contexts, oriki constitute a channel of communication between devotee and orisd through which reciprocal benefits flow. The communication is opened by the making of an offering, and this is usually supplemented by the utterance of prayers intended to direct a flow of blessings towards the devotee. But it is in oriki that the relationship is most fully realised as a living engagement between a speaker and a hearer. Like all oriki, the oriki of orisdi are in the vocative case and presuppose a listening subject. The ortis cannot but be there when the speaker exhorts and appeals to it, extols it and insists on its attention in oriki. The devotee speaks her mind to the orsd, in the process constituting its personality and powers in their fullest form.
In present-day Okukiu, devotees, both male and female, often say they do not know any itdn about their orisd. The stories they do tell tend to be bald statements, lacking the detail and liveliness of those recorded as little as thirty years ago in other Yoruba towns. It seems likely that they have fallen victim to the dramatic decline of traditional religion in the Yoruba-speaking area during this period. But the oriki of orisd still flourish vigorously, in a vivid abundance that makes them some of the most exciting poetry in the Yoruba language. Devotees of Erinle, who could say next to nothing of their &risd's 'life story', beyond that he was a hunter and also a river, honoured him with oriki of extraordinary vividness and profusion. In their performance, the qualities and powers of the orisd emerged with a force and detail quite lacking in their narrative statements. Extraordinary performances of Sdng6 pipe ('calling Sang6'), Sbponntn pipe ('calling Soponnon') and dgbo pipe ('calling the herbal infusions', i.e. river deities) were a common occurrence in Okuku.
It seems, then that the crucial and fundamental role of oriki is gradually being exposed to view as the religious practices are stripped down to their bones. In the process, the central role of women, the principal carriers of oriki, is thrown up to view. Though most cults contain prominent male devotees, and though their past is described in terms of powerful men as well as women, nowadays the responsibility for the continuation of the cults falls more and more on women. I shall argue that this is because women are the principal communicators, that they establish and create the orisd through oriki, and that the fragmentation and merging of orisd cannot be properly understood except through the specific disjunctive and labile textuality of oriki.
INCONSISTENCY,

FRAGMENTATION AND MERGING
Inconsistency, fragmentation and merging of ions need to be treated not as accidental and regrettable untidiness, but as central features of Yoruba religious thought and practice. They are essential products of what I see as the core relationship in this thought and practice: the intense, personal and reciprocal bond between orins and devotee. Although a devotee may participate, with differing degrees of involvement, in the service of more than one onsd, it is usual for him or her to have a special relationship with only one. While the larger civic and cultic organisation of religious practice is important, it is this essentially private one-to-one relationship which is the key to understanding orisd. In a previous publication (Barber, 1981) I described this relationship as being modelled on the relationship between the 'big man' and his supporter. Scholarship has overlooked the fluidity and dynamism of human social arrangements in Yorubaland as much as of spiritual ones. Big men were a long-standing and central feature of Yoruba social process. Men (and more rarely, women) made a place for themselves in society, operating within and between the interstices of chiefly hierarchy, by recruiting supporters. A supporter provides the big man with a following and thereby enhances his reputation and influence; his enhanced reputation and influence in turn enable the big man to protect and assist his supporters. The devotee, similarly, supports his or her orisd with offerings, praises, feasts and lavish expenditure, thus enhancing its capacity as well as its propensity to bestow blessings and protection in return. If these are not forthcoming, the devotee may threaten to transfer his or her allegiance to another oriss. By doing so, he or she deprives the first one of some of its glory, for it is only as powerful as its devotees make it. The relationship is summed up concisely in a phrase found in the oriki of many orisd:
Eni '6 gbani lad gbd It's the person who helps us that we help in return Big men are by definition in competition with each other, for one big man can only increase his following at the expense of another. In the same way, the orisd together with their cults may be seen as competing, each cult upholding its own orins's reputation at the expense of others'. As McKenzie noted, each onsd is the centre of its own devotee's world, and is not subordinated by them to a scheme that includes all the other onsd.
Inconsistency, fragmentation and merging in the personalities of orisd are products of this situation. Inconsistency, because the cults are in competition and each presents its own onsd as the centre of its own world, ignoring others or relegating them to subordinate positions. Fragmentation, because the intense personal nature of the bond is enhanced if each devotee or small group of devotees within a cult has its 'own' version of the nrisa. Merging, because the exclusive character of the relationship means that each orns has to be all things to its own devotees. All ron.s have to be able to offer similar benefits and therefore have to share similar qualities: beneficence, in order to bestow children, wealth and long life; and ferocity, in order to empower, protect the devotee and destroy his or her enemies.
But the discussion of these features can be taken further if the role of oriki is brought into consideration. Not only the reciprocal brisd-devotee relationship itself but the inconsistency, fragmentation and merging which issue from it depend on and are constituted through oriki. Because of their lability and disjunctiveness, oriki are able to bring certain intellectual operations to fuller accomplishment than other discourses. Oriki are vehicles of transcendence. Their ability to float, to incorporate each other, to shift their shape from performance to performance enable them to achieve a crossing of boundaries, a simultaneous heightening and confluence of individual identities.
ESTABLISHMENT OF RECIPROCAL BONDS IN ORIKI
The utterance of oriki locks speaker and hearer in an exchange that is direct, intimate and powerful. Even in the most public performances there is a sense of a private communication between the performer and the onisa. Each devotee speaks only of her own personal requests and her own relationship with the orisd. She asks for blessings only for herself. Sometimes she makes explicit the personal, confidential nature of the communication; she asks the orisd to attend to her most private problems, ones which she will not speak of outside her own room, but which the orisd is privy to:
Bdbd dgbd iwin ba n gbo tiyrdda mi Bdba dgba bd n se eyi t6 sbro'be Eyi t6 soro lemi in wi. Venerable spirit, listen to the matters of my inner room Venerable father, help me deal with the difficult ones among them It's the difficult ones I'm talking about.
The relationship is conceived of as exclusive. Whatever the reality of multiple inheritances and obligations, the devotee addresses the orisd as if she had no other object of worship. She will often stress her single-minded devotion to one orisd. She may assert, more competitively, that her own orits is the only spiritual force she can rely on, the benefits offered by others are inferior, and she may insist that her orisd's beneficence should be reserved for an exclusive circle of devotees and not just made available to anyone who asks for them. The oriki chant expresses most fully the reciprocal nature of the orisddevotee bond because performing oriki is in itself the bestowal of a favour. When a praise-singer addresses oriki to a big man she both acknowledges and augments his reputation, which is an essential component of his power. He can be seen almost visibly swelling with gratification. The phrase used to describe this translated state, 'Orii mi wu' (My head swelled) is the way that the effects of an encounter with the supernatural are described. Oriki, that is, do not merely publicise a status achieved by other means; they are seen as an instrument through which change of state and status are effected. Spiritual beings are likewise enhanced by the performance of their oriki, and the devotee is highly conscious of her own role in swelling the orisi's reputation. If she ceases to perform them, the orisi's reputation declines.
But the empowering of spiritual beings through the performance of oriki is more dramatic than that of big men. During the biennial Egungun festival, masquerades whose powers have become dormant are revived and galvanised into furious activity by intensive and prolonged chanting of oriki. The dead may be empowered to return to the community of the living by intensive performance of their oriki at the grave-shrine. In the Sang6 festival, intensive chanting of oriki arouses Sang6 and opens the way for him to enter the human community by possessing his principal priest, who is similarly translated from his normal state into a receptive trance by the steadily intensifying chant.
The reciprocity of the relationship is expressed as automatic and instantaneous. In the very act of praising the orisd, the devotee enhances its capacity to bless her. Conversely, it is said that because the maintenance and augmentation of the orisi's name demands money and effort, therefore the onisd will bestow wealth and health on the devotee to enable her to perform these services. Asserting that an orisi has the power to give becomes tantamount to requesting a gift. The devotee makes an offering and demands in oriki that the orisd send a child-giver, a money-bringer, to collect it: O16w6 ol6mo ni o ydn '6 wdd gbodun Enimojesi ni o ydn '6 wdd gbd Abiyamo toyq gosuin lowo ni o yan k6 wad gbd E e gbQdo rdn gbarungbako ahrdiwo Ogede enimojesi ni o yn '6 waa gbebo lo Esile waa gbebo, Og6ko babd ile Irest Choose a wealth-bearer, child-bringer to come and fetch the festival offering Choose a mother of toddlers to come and collect it Choose a mother whose hand is dipped in camwood to come and collect it You mustn't send a down-at-heel old palm-fruit gleaner Choose only a mother of toddlers to come and take the offering away Esile, come and take your offering, Og6ko father of Iresi town.
Oriki, then, constitute a channel between beings through which power and benefits flow both ways. When devotees appeal to Soponnon, the killer deity, for children, they do so in language that can also be found in agbo pipe, oriki addressed to the predominantly beneficent water deities: Erin a-t6-bd-jaye, tiw ni o samo6juto mi Oisa t6 fun leni n 6o weni somq Elephant, one who is worthy to enjoy life with, it is you who are my guardian The ortsd who gave me something extra will protect the extra until it grows up into a child Eni, the extra that a market woman adds to what she has sold someone, is here being used to suggest that Soponnon gives even more children than expected-he adds something to what was originally asked for. Sango can be pictured, like Otin, Osun and other maternal deities, as a mother carrying her devotee on her back, and can be begged, in the same words as are addressed to them, not to let the devotee slip:
Qjd igbdai, a-j6-f6ib6, to q fi gbe mi pon mo mo tu The baby-sash of safety, 'He who dances for the Europeans', which you tie me to your back with, don't undo it. Attempts that have been made in the literature to discover links and polarities between the orisd, seen as a system, have not sufficiently taken into account the general tendency for oriki of orisd to be shared. Even when the oriki are distinct and ascribed to only one orisi, the idiom in which they are framed often turns out to be an allotropic variant of oriki attributed to other orisd. An example is the idiom which construes power as outrage. This is a highly characteristic idiom and many orisd are credited with some shocking act as demonstration of their capacity to transcend normal expectations and get away with it. Orisa Ogiyian (another variant of Obatala) pokes his in-laws in the eye with a sharpened stick and then plunges them into boiling oil; Sang6 shows his ingratitude by cooking and eating the yam cuttings kindly given to him by a neighbour for replanting; Soponnon not only steals a goat but compels its owner to grind the pepper to cook it in; and several of the manifestations of Erinle, which are discussed in detail below, have their own outrages, from refusing to answer friendly greetings to bashing an elderly widow on the head. The vast, boundary-less reservoir of textual materials from which oriki are constructed permits an indefinite number of variations on a theme.
Conversely, Osun and
CONSTITUTION OF ORISA MANIFESTATIONS IN ORIKI
The proliferation of ions manifestations may be conceived in several ways and may come about through different processes, but in all, oriki are central and attention to the textual mode of oriki sheds light on the significance of these multiple personalities. Oriki, to simplify, constitute orisd manifestations in two ways: through the separate oriki of the devotees with whom each fragment is identified, and through the attribution to each fragment of its own, recognisable oriki-for although epithets can be borrowed, some do remain the distinctive property of particular beings. In Okukiu almost all orisd exist in more than one manifestation.7 In some cases the tendency to fragmentation is given formal expression in the mythology, where it is asserted, for example, that there are 'seven Oguns', each belonging to a different body of devotees; and where Oya's oriki 'Iyanisan-an' is explained with an account of how and why she split into nine parts. But in Okukiu at least, the multiplication of orisd personalities is usually left unexplained and unenumerated. It is taken for granted that one person's Qya is different from another's. No fixed total of variants is given because their emergence is seen as part of a historical process. Some have been abandoned, new ones could still be created.
Sometimes the differentiation is exogenous: the variants have separate origins, having been brought into the community at different times and from different towns. Orisa Oko, the farm deity, for example, exists in two different forms, one represented by an iron staff and propitiated by el.fun, wearers of chalk markings, and the other known as Arere and represented by a crown of cowries. The first was brought to Okukiu from Irawo by a barren woman who successfully solicited a child from the orisd, and the second was brought from Sao, near Ilorin, by a man who was afflicted by born-to-die children. It was explained that 'Both are Orisa Oko.' Some said that Arere was Orisa Oko's 'wife', but the iya Alarere denied this, 'Orisa Oko kannda ni' ('It's the same Orisa Oko'). More often, however, the process of differentiation is motivated from within the cult. A strong devotee who makes his or her presence felt in the community may succeed in stamping the ions with his or her identity. There is, for example, a Sang6 known as Sang6 Adegbite ('Adegbite's Sang6'), and another known as Sango ti Sang6loll ('the Sango belonging to Sang61old'). Both Adegbite and Sangolo6 a were formidable male priests of the cult, adosu8 who were spectacularly possessed by the orins at the annual festival, and who gave great feasts. It was their salience in the life of the town and of the cult which gave their Sang6s a distinctive identity. These two Sang6s were considered to be distinct in the same sense that Banyanni ('Sango's elder sister') and Mogba ('the most senior of all the Sang6s') are distinct. 'All of them are Sang6', it would be said, 'and all of us are Sang6 devotees'.
In other words, the exclusive and intensive relationship between orisd and devotee is expressed as mutual identification. The devotee identifies with the orisc and is identified by her devotion to it (a woman, for instance, may be known by no other name than Iyad Sngo); and onsd, in turn, is identified in terms of the devotee who boosts its reputation (as in the case of Sang6 Adegbite and $ang6 ti $ang61olQ). Each of the numerous Sangos, Oyas and Qsuns is recognised by virtue of its relationship with a particular devotee or group of devotees. This identification is achieved above all through oriki.
The Erinle cult illustrates how the process works. The multiple personalities of this river deity were conceived as 'ibu', pools in the river. At cult meetings and festivals, devotees would chant oriki which saluted and evoked the collectivity of ibu with the refrain:
Enibtumbui, ol6do-odb, ol6mi-omi All you pools, all you rivers, all you waters and then the ibu would be named and saluted one by one. They included Alamo (potter), Abatan (swamp), Agana, Igberi, Akanbi (a man's name), Aanu (pity), Iya Mokin (mother of Mbkin), Ojuitiu (peace of mind) and Owaala If6n (Owaala of Ifon, a town). Some of these fractions are widely known outside Okukui,9 but even so, they are regarded amongst the Okukii devotees as having arisen through an internal process of mutual identification between orins and devotee. Ojutiu was one of the ibu known in Egbado by Thompson's informants (Thompson, 1969) As well as being saluted through its devotee's oriki, then, each ibu has its own oriki. Each, in fact, has a personality that is expressed only in oriki, for there are no stories and no visual symbolism or rituals to suggest the differences.'0 At the cult meeting already referred to, the performer saluted each ibu in turn and the oriki for each were subtly different. All dwelt on a certain cluster of characteristics associated with Erinle as a water and hunting deity. All emphasised his 'toughness', his outrageous acts, his capacity to torment or his propensity for dealing sudden, unsuspected attacks. All these are qualities which make him a good protector and ally for his devotees. But the emphasis differed from one ibu to another. The performance was like a shifting kaleidoscope of perspectives, in which distinct but consonant and equivalent repertoires of imagery came sequentially into view. Alamo, associated with indigo dye and inky blackness ('My father looked at his own hair, it was jet black!') is evoked entirely in terms of the river-the deep turbulent pools which make him 'ako omi' ('virile water'). His outrageous act consists of beating up an old widow to whom he owes money for drink: Thus oriki simultaneously differentiate personalities and dissolve the boundaries between them, and these two processes are interlocked. They differentiate each orisa and each orisd fraction by focusing exclusively on it and asserting its unique merits, and by infusing it with the oriki of its 'owner'. But in building up one subject, dissolution of boundaries takes place when the oriki draw on images and themes that have been attributed to others, either by borrowing or by allotropic variation. Not only the boundaries between one orisa and another, but also the boundaries between brisd and devotee are dissolved in the transference of oriki. In looking at a single performance or single corpus, it is never possible to tell which epithets discriminate a being and which are shared with other beings, part of a larger, composite repertoire of shared attributes. Only a wider survey of oriki oriisa reveals the interplay of differentiation and merging. However, to the devotee, focused on her own orisd, this does not present itself as an issue.
WOMEN AND THE CULTS
It is appropriate that oriki in Okukui are primarily mastered and performed by women, for women are one of the principal sources both of social differentiation and of social linking in northern Yoruba towns. Within an ile (lineage/ compound), co-wives constitute the genealogical nodes according to which groups of men are divided for purposes of inheritance and political segmentation. They introduce heterogeneity into the patrilineage by giving each individual man a separate body of affines which can be called upon as a supplementary and alternative network of support. But on marriage women also link whole lineages, their fathers' and their husbands', breaching the boundaries set up by the ideology of lineage difference and autonomy. In orisa cults, women multiply the diversity of spiritual beings that are served in each lineage and in the town as a whole. On marriage, they often bring with them their own orist which they have become attached to in their natal lineage or town. After their death, someone else must take it over, perpetuating its presence indefinitely. Since orisd themselves and a devotee's 'place' in the cult have usually been passed down through women as well as menoften zigzagging from mother to son to son's daughter-orisa and cult places have passed between compounds, ensuring that no ile has a homogeneous religious composition.
Women themselves, then, effect both division and transcendence of division among social groups, just as oriki both dissolve and assert difference. My suggestion here is that women have been important in the cults at least partly because it is they who control the vital channels of communication with the ori.sd through their mastery of orik. Rather than being the subject of the 'praise' which puts big men in the limelight," they actually operate the 'praising' mechanism by which the flow of spiritual forces is directed and through which, ultimately, the multiple personalities of the ron.s are constituted.
An Aw6roka, a former devotee of the cult, now dead, is saluted in conjunction with her Erinle which, it is explicitly stated, was 'on her head', i.e. devolved upon her from some even earlier member of the cult. Awor9ka was keeping open a place in the cult, a place now occupied by someone else. It is not just a slot in the cult membership that Aw6roka left behind to be filled, but a relationship with the spiritual world-a relationship which her successor has a duty to maintain. Aw6roka is remembered, above all, for her gifts as a praise-singer. She is not just a matriarchal figure in the cult (olori onimojesiliterally the head of all the mothers of toddlers, i.e. other female cult members); she is also .gd oniwbrbbgun, the master of the vocalists. Ere-Osun acknowledges Aworoka as the one from whom she has inherited a place: a place defined by competence in the performance of oriki. She pays tribute by saying that Awor9kai taught her everything, and that she herself is a novice. It is only by the good will and protective beneficence of Aworoka and the other expert vocalists of former times (she prepares at one point to name two others, but does not do so) that she can carry out her assignment without mishap. It is common in oriki performances for the performer briefly to acknowledge his or her teacher, but this text goes further than that. It suggests that the key figures in the cult are conceived of in terms of great chanters. The past of the Erinle devotees, that is, is seen as the transmission not so much of title or office but of a capacity to communicate. The great devotees are those who can best cross boundaries between mortal beings and spiritual ones.
ITAN ORISA RECONSIDERED
The narratives about orisa, on which almost all accounts of Yoruba religion have been based, do not participate in the constitution of the intense, vocative relationship between devotee and orisa. They are not involved, therefore, in the actual constitution of orisa fragments. However, like the itdn existing in parallel with other kinds of oriki, they supply an important and complementary gloss, a narrative framework without which the construction of orisa personalities might perhaps dissolve into complete liquidity. Inasmuch as narratives automatically invest personalities with definition as agents, and relate them in sequences of action to other agents, itdn orisd produce a larger pattern between spiritual entities, which oriki do not: something that could be, and has been, construed as a cosmological map. This role of itcn is undeniably important, providing a set of parameters within which the construction of orisa identities take place.
What I want to suggest, however, is that in so far as itdn appear garbled and contradictory, this is to be understood in terms of the discursive forms of oriki. In itdn orisa, devotees either ignore the other orisa, saying they are no concern of theirs, or they tell stories which attempt to enhance their own orisd through its associations with others. Thus each self-centric cult produces its own version of cosmological relationships, drawing on the same themes and narrative devices as others but producing markedly different effects. Here is an example, Qsun, Oya, Otin, Erinle and L66gun-ede are all river deities with cults in Okukiu. Devotees of both Qya and Osun said that these two deities were the wives of Sang6. The Osun devotee said that Osun was the younger and more beautiful of the two, and as junior wife stole all Sango's affection. The Oya devotee, however, said that Osun was the senior wife, but Oya was so much more strong-willed that she gained complete ascendancy over her and became Sang6's favourite. A devotee of Erinle, the river-hunter deity, on the other hand, appropriated Osun, together with Otin, as wives for Erinle, thus annexing the prestige of the big cults of these two deities to the lesser-known and smaller Erinle cult. Otin devotees did not agree that Otin was Erinle's wife. They told a story representing Otin as the wife of an Oba of Otan, who betrayed her secret (that she had four breasts) thus driving her to turn into a river. In the context of the annual Otin festival, however, Otin devotees said Otin's husband was Otonmporo, one of the many masks brought out during the festival-a particularly fierce and masculine mask often described as an egutnguzn.
Inconsistencies in stories told even by members of a single cult suggest that the overriding concern is with providing the ronsi with a set of auspicious relationships rather than with constructing a consensual explanatory cosmology. As long as the proposed relationships put the orisd in a favourable position, the details seem not to matter very much. The Baale Sang6, for instance, a senior male title-holder in the Sango cult, said that Yemoja was Sang6's mother, and added that his father was Awoyo, a native of Oyo (but remarked at another point that his father was Oranmiyan); but the head of the Sango cult, Ona Mogba, asserted that 'Yemoja was Sang6's elder sister, Soponnon was his younger brother, and his father was QOlrun.' Both aligned Yem9ja, a powerful and important deity, with Sang6 to surround him with a strong supporting cast: the details of her relationship to him were, however, open to a variety of rearrangements. The appropriation of Soponnon, one of the most feared of all ornsa, as a junior brother to Sango, similarly served the dual purpose of announcing the superiority and dominance of Sang6 even over this orisd ('No one can fight with Soponnon because they fear Sang6's wrath'), and annexing the prestige of Soponnon to Sang6. Kinship and marriage relations are supplemented by claims of friendship among the onsa. The custodians of the Oba's eguzngtin Paje say that 'Soponnon and Paje walk together [i.e. are companions] because they are both very powerful and dangerous. If Soponnon is threatening to kill the children of a certain family, Paje can be sent to him to beg him to desist.' Paje enjoys an increase of reputation through his friendship with and influence over Soponnon. A small cult can give its orisd a boost by claiming that it has the protection of a more powerful one. Thus Banyanni, the deity of people born with dreadlocks, was described by one devotee as the elder sister of Sango: 'Dada [Banyanni] cannot fight, but she has a younger brother who is very brave.' Another devotee (Qna Mogba again) said that Banyanni was actually Sango's senior wife, while Oya was the junior. What was important was that Banyanni should be linked to Sang6 in a way that put her under his protection.
As in oriki, itdn told in each cult seek to heighten the powers and qualities of the cult's own oi.nsd, attributing to them the full range from beneficence to ferocity. This leads to thematic differences between one cult's characterisa- The discrepancies between different accounts of the orins are not perceived as disagreement, for the devotees of different cults are not interested in comparing notes, let alone in synthesising disparate elements of narrative. Though creative imagination and intellectual ingenuity go into the construction of an itdn rinsa, its intent is not to map the universe but to enhance the standing of one subject. The narrative works like oriki in assembling around a central figure a cluster of names and qualities so as to reflect credit on it. The relationships that are put forward in itdn as links between the oris, whether of kinship, marriage or friendship, should not be regarded as the glue that holds together an enduring family pantheon. They are better seen as the lines along which fields of force are laid out. Each orisd is like a magnet which aligns cosmological elements, like iron filings, so that all point in its own direction. Some orins are more powerful magnets than others; but all are of limited strength, so that large portions of the field, for every cult, are simply left out, unmentioned by the devotees of that orisd.
The variations in ittin orisd, then, are not a mere garbling resulting from decline in the tradition-though it is certainly true that this decline may have removed constraints on certain operations. Similar variation, contradiction and indeterminacy in itdn is noted by late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century sources. A. B. Ellis tries to unite a large proportion of the orisa under a single scheme, based on common, multiple birth from incestuously impregnated Yemoja. But he goes on to acknowledge that this scheme is not universally accepted in its entirety.
Shango, for example, is said by some to be of independent origin, like Ifa; and Odudua, the mother of Yemaja, according to the myth, is by others included in the number of those who sprang from Yemaja's body. No general consensus of opinion has yet been arrived at. [Ellis, 1894: 88] Dennett (1910: 124) quotes an Egba man to the effect that 'The natives say that Oshowsi is Ogun's wife, but this is not so, they were both the sons of one father', and cites variant and incompatible stories about Sango. Farrow, more openly than most commentators, acknowledges his own synthesising role in the construction of a Yoruba pantheon, saying that he gathered his information from: a very large number of native witnesses, very few of whom presented to me all the same ideas. Any one else, inquiring of other natives in other places, would not find, as held by every one of them, all that I have recorded, but parts of all these separate ideas will be found held by separate individuals everywhere. [Farrow 1926: 3] His explanation for this diversity and inconsistency of opinion is the Yoruba tendency to subterfuge-added to the desire to please and the desire to mystify.
These views, expressed as they were in the language of ethnocentric condescension, and revealing careless ignorance of detail (in a single chapter, Ellis gets twelve out of seventeen purported etymological explanations wrong) added, for Yoruba scholars, a sharper incentive to the general anthropological commitment to the discovery of a unified belief system for every culture. Lucas, for instance, expresses indignation at Farrow's account of Yoruba inconsistency, and goes on simply to deny it (Lucas, 1948) . Numerous conflicting hierarchies of obnsi have since been set out; numerous ingenious resolutions have been proposed to questions that devotees would never ask. The devotees' own approach is, in my view, both more complex and more subtle. I do not think, as Louis Brenner does (Brenner, 1989) , that the variation and inconsistency in their accounts are the result of mere indifference to intellectual questions, resulting from the overriding importance of emotional or bodily expression of religious experience. Ifa, the most fully articulated Yoruba intellectual system, is inspired by precisely the same impulse as the other cults to concentrate its resources on the enhancement of its own rnsd: it is just that Ifi is that much more successful and comprehensive.14 In Yoruba cults, I do not think it is possible to separate emotion and intellect. Orisd devotees are highly ingenious at recruiting ideas, from a large and heterogeneous field of resources, to serve their own expressive and emotional purposes. In the process, they propose a sophisticated picture of how an individual personality is constituted out of multiple personalities of others, and how it in turn infuses new elements into the shared repertoire. They represent in paradigmatic form, in the vivid dyadic bond between performer of oriki and addressee, the dialogic constitution of human and spiritual worlds. 10 According to Beier (1956) , in I16biiu each ibt of Erinle did have its own riverside shrine. In some other cults in Okuki, also, orisd fragments have a material focus of devotion, a calabash or pot which is placed at the orisa's shrine and which preserves the separate identities of orisa fractions in concrete and visible form. Some also have a distinctive taboo: the 'seventeen' Soponn6ns said to exist in Okuku, for example, each has its own (Wariwarhn's devotees must never be beaten, Abata's must never hear the sound of a cooking pot being scraped, Adegbbon's must never have water splashed on them, and so on). 1 Thompson's explanation, that the ibt are Erinle's children and followers, was not mentioned in Okuku. As will be shown later, such 'relationships' should not be taken literally as depictions of a pantheon of figures linked by marriage and birth. To say they are Erinle's children is a metaphorical way of saying they are closely linked to him. 12 Discussion of the recruitment of devotees to Yoruba cults has tended to emphasise either the existence of family brisa, sometimes described as deified ancestor figures, belonging to one compound and served by all its members (e.g. Bascom, 1944) , or the element of personal affinity and desire, often worked out through the agency of Ifa, which assigns devotees to the iosd most suited to their personalities (e.g. Beier, 1959) . But in Okukii, the most significant principle is a notion of 'place': a place in the community for each brissa and briss fraction, which has to be maintained by a chain of devotees, and a place in the cult for each principal devotee which likewise has to be kept open through succession. In some cults men can take over an orins formerly propitiated by a woman, and vice versa; in others, even though they contain both male and female devotees, women tend to pass on their onsa only to another woman. In the predominantly female cults, such as Orisa Oko, women pass them to other women, while in the predominantly male cults, such as Ifa, Ogfin and Egungfin, men pass them to other men. It is worth noting, in view of my argument about women's power in cults, that the predominantly men's cults are the only ones where a genre of oral art is actually practised by men: Ifd kiki in the Ifa cult, ijald in the Ogin cult, and iwi in the egtingtin cult. In the egtungin cult at least, however, it is nevertheless women who are primarily responsible for invoking the ancestors and praising the masquerade, giving them a key position not immediately evident from the distribution of cult titles, which are monopolised by men.
13 Some women, however, did attain positions of prominence in the town. Usually these 'big women' did tot acquire substantial corpuses of personal oriki, but there were a few examples of women remembered for this. For a discussion of oriki and women's power see Barber (forthcoming).
14 The Ifi priests are in many respects quite different from other brisd devotees, being specialist and professional masters of a divinatory system which operates precisely by bringing all the disparate cults and forces into relationship with each other and mediating between them. 
